we should address the potential consequences that a large percentage of politically uninterested young people could have for the functioning of democracy.
However, the first question posed in this study: What is distinctive about young people's political participation at the beginning of the 21st century? can only be answered by comparing young people today to young people from earlier cohorts. The need to compare over time differentiates this study from other youth studies.
We also need a meaningful distinction between life stages. Among the available studies there is no discussion or consensus about exactly what 'being young' implies, or what the demarcation line is that separates youth from adulthood. Age groups are usually defined arbitrarily or according to data available, without further substantive content.
This chapter addresses those limitations in order to develop the tools required to test the expectations discussed in Chapter 3. It first addresses the need for a longitudinal comparative perspective to examine social change, and discusses some methodological aspects in the study of life cycle, cohort, generational and period effects. In Section 4.2 an informed categorization of life stages is proposed. Finally, the meaningful demarcation line developed between young people and adults is used to corroborate whether the differences across age described in Chapter 2 can be observed when comparing across life stages (Section 4.3).
Methodological aspects in the study of life cycle, cohort, generational and period effects
Chapter 3 grouped the diverse expectations according to whether they refer to life cycle, cohort or generational characteristics. This theoretically driven decision is motivated by the need to analytically differentiate the diverse meanings of age. That is to say, to understand what it is about age that results in lower levels of participation. In no sense does this decision imply that they are considered exclusive or competitive explanations. Rather, I expect the three approaches to each play a role in explaining younger citizens' participation.
Examining whether social differences across age are due to the life stage, the cohort, the generation an individual belongs to or the historical period in which phenomena are observed is not only a theoretical challenge (as argued until now), but also an empirical problem. AgePeriod-Cohort analyses (APC) have challenged social scientists for the past 80 years; APC analysis contains a major methodological challenge
